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Abstract 
 
Different methodological approaches allow varying access to the objects of inquiry and 
enable one to ask different kinds of questions. This paper explores the possibilities that 
emerge through the combination of multimodal social semiotics and autoethnography. We 
discuss the epistemological and methodological bases for each approach and show the 
potentials in combining them. Drawing on an autoethnographic study in civil engineering, we 
argue that three aspects of research inquiry are enhanced through the combination of these 
approaches. These three aspects include a greater understanding of social context and its 
impact on meaning-making; an awareness of the multimodal nature of meaning-making; and 
an understanding of the ways in which the ‘interest’ of the researcher (as participant) 
manifests in texts. Overall, we argue that these approaches augment each other in generative 
ways, and allow for an in-depth look at how texts are embedded in particular practices and 
communities. 
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Introduction 
 
Methodology is not simply “a philosophical justification for the research design and 
accompanying methods”; instead, it expresses relationships between theory, epistemology, 
research questions and the methods deployed (Bailie and Douglas 2014: 3).  As such, 
different methodological approaches allow varying epistemic access to the objects of inquiry 
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and facilitate the development of answers to differing types of questions.  Sometimes, a 
single methodology is unable to provide the necessary tools with which to address certain 
questions, prompting researchers to explore useful combinations of approaches.  Lillis (2008) 
acknowledges this when she calls for new languages for describing and understanding texts 
within social context.      
 
This paper heeds Lillis’ call by exploring the possibilities that emerge through combining 
multimodal social semiotics and autoethnography.  It discusses the epistemological and 
methodological bases for these approaches separately and in combination.  The paper begins 
with description of an exemplar study in which the two approaches were drawn together.  
Thereafter, the two antecedent approaches are discussed before the specific potentials that 
emerge from combining them are identified.  A specific meaning-making event is analysed in 
order to illustrate the argument presented. 
 
Autoethnography of Meaning-Making within Civil Engineering: An Exemplar Study   
 
Throughout this paper, illustrative reference is made to one of the authors, Zach’s, 
autoethnographic research into the social semiotics of engineering education (Author 2015).  
As part of this work, Zach, a language practitioner, registered for and completed two years of 
study towards a diploma in civil engineering at a higher education institution in 
Johannesburg, South Africa.  Zach is a teacher of academic literacies practices to engineering 
students, but had no previous experience in the study of civil engineering.  The aim of his 
research was to understand the meaning-making practices privileged within civil engineering 
study so as to inform his own teaching and research and to better situate these practices in the 
broader role of engineering within society.  This research was conducted within a context of 
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high university drop-out rates. In South Africa, questions of equity of access to higher 
education and successful throughput of graduates are of vital social and political importance.  
 
More specifically, the research was undertaken in order to answer the following questions: 1) 
what are the meaning-making practices privileged within civil engineering diploma study, 2) 
what are the challenges students face with regard to these practices, and 3) how can pedagogy 
accommodate for these challenges?  In order to answer these questions, Zach as researcher 
completed two years of civil engineering diploma study, including attending classes, 
completing assignments and writing tests and examinations.   
 
Although Zach had a shared status with the other civil engineering students, he remained an 
outsider in many ways.  Most of his fellow students were just out of high school and came 
from lower-middle class, or impoverished backgrounds.  Zach was slightly older, came from 
a different background, had more extensive experience of higher education, and had different 
reasons for studying civil engineering.  As such, his experience of learning to be a civil 
engineering technician differed, largely in terms of his approaches to learning and to the 
content of the civil engineering diploma programme.  But, Zach was also one of the most 
successful students in the cohort amongst which he studied.  This enabled him to reflect on 
how the particular lens through which he analysed his own studies in civil engineering 
facilitated an enhanced understanding of the meaning-making required from the student-
cohort as a whole.  Where he experienced challenges, he was able to reflect on how he was 
able to overcome those challenges.  By engaging with fellow students, he was able to 
compare his own approaches to learning and meaning-making to those of his peers. 
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A combination of three data collection procedures were used.  The first was a collection of 
texts and documents, core to work in multimodal social semiotics.  These included textbooks 
and other learning materials, formal assignments and tests, and informal texts produced in 
combination with other students.  The second form of data was the ethnographic approach of 
‘reflective introspection’ (Vannini, 2007).  Although drawn from ethnography, the focus of 
such reflection was on his own learning.  These reflections later became the basis for further 
reflection and, in so doing, this became the primary means by which Zach identified core 
themes or arguments in addressing his research questions.  Finally, the study deployed the 
autoethnographic technique of ‘interactive interviewing’ (Ellis, 1998).  This involved 
discussion with fellow students on a regular basis, and often took the form of working on 
assignments or studying towards tests and exams together.  In such interviews, participants, 
including the researcher-as-participant work together to construct narratives around a topic, 
and the contributions of the researcher are as important as those of other participants (Ellis, 
1998).        
 
The study was underpinned by a theoretical and methodological framework that combined 
multimodal social semiotics, ethnography and autoethnography.  In the exemplar study, this 
was referred to as (auto)ethnography of meaning-making.  It should be noted that the purpose 
of this paper is not to provide a full account of the results obtained in this particular study.  
Instead, the present paper makes a methodological contribution in that it examines the 
potential of combining multimodal social semiotic methods and approaches with those of 
autoethnography.  Autoethnography is singled out as it has received little attention in the 
literature, as opposed to the combination of ethnography and (multimodal) social semiotics 
which has received comparatively more such attention (see Vannini 2007 and Dicks et al. 
2011).   
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  Autoethnography: Participation and the Researcher as Insider 
 
Autoethnography shares many similarities with its parent methodology, ethnography.  For 
some of the purposes of this paper, the two can be seen interchangeably.  For example, both 
are underpinned by the need for researchers to relinquish control of the research situation, 
thus existing in contrast to the ‘scientific method’ where control of variables is highly prized.  
Similarly, both rely on the (relative) ignorance of the (auto)ethnographer as a crucial point of 
departure (Blommaert and Jie 2010).  However, autoethnography is more than simply an 
ethnography of the self.  Despite their similarities, there are epistemological differences 
between the two.  We outline these differences in two ways.   
 
First, ethnography has, traditionally, sought out objectivity as a goal, whereby the 
ethnographer attempts to remain a stranger within the group being studied (Conteh et al. 
2005), and attempts to maintain an outsider perspective (Everhart 2001).  More recently, 
ethnographies have challenged this assertion as they increasingly provide emic perspectives 
on the sociocultural life of the groups they study.  The result of this is that ethnography 
“cannot be ascribed a single coherent identity”, other than “its non-reductive attention to the 
complex organization of naturally-occurring action” (Dicks et al. 2011, 229).  It is 
increasingly commonly accepted that ethnographic work is deeply underpinned by the 
subjectivities of the researchers who undertake it.  Autoethnographic work differs, however, 
in that it not only acknowledges the subjectivity of the researcher, but actively harnesses this 
subjectivity as a productive meaning-making resource.  Within autoethnographic research, 
the personal involvement of the researcher strengthens and deepens understanding (Hayano 
2001) and becomes the explicit focus of the autoethnographic method. 
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Second, ethnographic research efforts tend to involve thick description of action in context, 
and place emphasis largely on methods of observation.  In contrast, autoethnography blurs 
distinctions between the personal and the social, the individual and the cultural, the self and 
the other and the researcher and the subject (Ellis 1998).  The autoethnographer actively 
avoids being a ‘disinterested observer’ (Chapoulie 2011) and places the specific interest of 
the observer-participant within the analytical frame.  The focus, therefore, of 
autoethnographic work is not (only) thick description, but (also) ‘thick participation’ (Lillis, 
2008), and emphasis is placed on participation as well as on observation. 
 
As previously mentioned, autoethnography not only values the researcher’s own experiences 
and interests but foregrounds them, positioning the autoethnographer as an insider to what is 
being studied.  Because of this, autoethnography runs the risk of becoming overly subjective 
and autoethnographers must engage with the fact that their perspective is not ‘true’ but is one 
among many perspectives (Hayano 2001; Ellis and Adams 2014).  When undertaken within 
this spirit, autoethnography has the unique potential to elucidate the multi-dimensional nature 
of the social world.  Of course, notions of insider and outsider are not straightforward.  It is 
questionable as to whether one can ever be an authentic insider (Narayan 2001; Ellis and 
Adams 2014).  Nonetheless, autoethnography moves towards an insider perspective. 
 
Autoethnography is also not homogenous as an approach.  Autoethnographic studies range 
between what has been termed evocative autoethnography and analytical autoethnography.  
Evocative autoethnography has generally been applied within contexts of trauma and illness 
and is concerned with intense personal experience.  The experience of the individual, within 
such studies, does not need to be generalised for broader social significance, though it often 
is, and the process of writing such an autoethnography is largely personal.  An example of 
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such autoethnographic work can be found in Richards (2012), which deals with her concerns 
around being an organ transplant recipient.  Analytical autoethnography, on the other hand, 
refers to work in which the researcher is a full member of the research group or setting, is 
visible as such, and is committed to improving theoretical understandings of broader social 
phenomena (Anderson 2006).  Within analytical autoethnography, the researcher does not try 
to evoke a response to his/her own experience but rather to contribute to the discourse on a 
particular issue (Anderson 2006; Muncey 2010) and, ultimately, inspire applied action 
(Hayano 2001).  Such analytical autoethnography is still undertaken with motivated and 
personal intention and interest in mind, a point returned to later in this paper.   
 
Finally, autoethnography is not without practical difficulties, which, though they cannot be 
avoided, must be acknowledged and mitigated as best as possible.  Most notably, knowing 
too much about a setting can hinder the researcher’s ability to identify underlying patterns 
that quickly become taken for granted (Hayano 2001; Muncey 2010), with this problem 
becoming more significant the longer fieldwork continues (Everhart 2001).  Another 
difficulty, which applies to ethnography as much as it does to autoethnography, is that close 
proximity with research participants raises questions about the relationships that may come to 
exist between them and the researcher.  It is the argument of this paper that such difficulties 
can be overcome through the combination of methodological approaches.  The specific ways 
in which the above-mentioned difficulties are overcome by combining autoethnography with 
multimodal social semiotics are discussed later in this paper.  First, however, it is necessary 
to discuss the specific tenets of a multimodal social semiotic approach to representation and 
communication.   
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Multimodal Social Semiotics: A Meta-Language for Meaning-Making  
 
Social semiotics is concerned with “meaning in all its appearances, in all social occasions and 
in all cultural sites” (Kress 2010, 2).  Similarly, a multimodal approach provides the “means 
to describe a practice or representation in all its semiotic complexity and richness” (Iedema 
2003, 39).  Multimodal social semiotics offers a meta-language for analysing symbolic forms 
as modes constituted by resources.  At the core of this meta-language is the notion of the 
sign: the motivated combination of signifier and signified (Kress et al. 2001; Jewitt 2009; 
Kress and van Leeuwen 2006).  The relationship between the symbolic form of the sign and 
its meaning is motivated by and reflects the interest of the sign-maker.  That is, when 
individuals design texts, they realize their “interest in their world” (Kress 2010, 6). 
 
In many domains, sign-makers have almost unlimited freedom in choosing a symbolic form 
for the meanings they want to represent.  However, this is not the case within the domain of 
civil engineering in which there is strict regulation of meaning-making.  Civil engineering 
students must use standard symbolic forms to represent meanings, or they risk censure from 
their tutors, lecturers and/or supervisors.  Such regulation serves a particular function within 
the engineering sciences: it avoids the potentially catastrophic effects of misrepresentation 
and misunderstanding.  In reinforcing or perpetuating these conventionalised forms of 
meaning-making, civil engineering students nonetheless represent their own interests and 
their own envisioned future social action (Cope and Kalantzis 2000).  That is to say, they 
build their future capacity to enact change in their lives and in their world.   
 
Multimodal social semiotic approaches often refer to the meta-functions of language put 
forward by Halliday (1978), which speak to the fundamental requirements that allow 
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language, and any other symbolic form, to fulfil meaning-making action.  The first of these is 
the ideational function: the ability of a semiotic form to represent objects in the world outside 
of the semiotic system.  The second is the interpersonal function: the ability of a symbolic 
form to represent relationships between participants within, and outside of, the text.  Finally, 
the textual meta-function refers to the ability of a symbolic form to constitute texts.  Each 
semiotic form, or mode, offers particular potentials for meaning-making across these three 
functions, and each is thus particularly suited to specific representational action (Kress 2009, 
2010; Kress and van Leeuwen 2006).  Several modes are often used in conjunction with each 
other. In such multimodal ensembles, each mode has a specific task and function: “such 
ensembles are based on designs, that is, on selections and arrangements of resources for 
making a specific message about a particular issue for a particular audience” (Kress 2010, 
28). 
   
Multimodal social semiotics thus gets at the heart of why individuals realise meaning in terms 
of their interest or motivation, and how they realize meaning, in terms of their design of texts.  
This approach positions text-making as the design of meaning-making ensembles and situates 
meaning-making decisions within social, institutional and technological contexts.  The signs 
that individuals produce realise meaning through using the semiotic resources available to 
them, which are shaped by the social groups to which they belong (Kress 2010).  Indeed, it is 
impossible to separate text-making from the social practices and contexts in which such text-
making occurs: texts shape and are shaped by social practices (Street, Pahl and Rowsell 
2009).  
 
Multimodal social semiotics also provides insight as to how symbolic forms, or modes, are 
constituted by semiotic resources.  It enables an examination of the ways individual sign-
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makers import their knowledge of resources from one context to another, altogether different 
context.  In some instances, such strategies are rewarded, and in other instances, they are met 
with censure of some kind.  The literature on academic writing development, for example, is 
clear that university students often bring their experiences of home- and school-based literacy 
practices to bear on the writing they do at university, and these practices either help or hinder 
their acquisition of the dominant academic practices (such work builds on a foundation laid 
by Heath 1983).  Multimodal social semiotics allows for the extension of such analysis 
beyond the specific concern of language, and applies these principles to the full gamut of 
human semiosis.   
 
The Potential in Combining Autoethnographic and Multimodal Social Semiotic 
Approaches 
 
Both autoethnographic and multimodal social semiotic approaches privilege the position that 
meaning arises from motivated combinations of multimodal meaning-making resources 
within a particular social context.  In the remainder of this paper, we posit three arguments 
about the possibilities that emerge from a combination of these two approaches.  First, we 
argue that the two approaches augment each other by enhancing consideration of social 
context in meaning-making.  Second, we argue that an autoethnographic social semiotic 
perspective renders aspects of multimodal meaning-making visible.  Finally, we show how 
the two approaches highlight the interest of the researcher-as-participant during text-making 
(as text-making is seen as indexical of the interest of the text-maker – Kress 2010). 
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1) Enhancing Understandings of Social Context 
 
Multimodal social semiotics and autoethnography both reflect a concern with how social 
context influences people and their meaning-making.  As such, combining autoethnography 
and multimodal social semiotics places social context firmly at the centre of the analytical 
frame, and enables a fine-grained examination of the ways in which social context can 
constrain or enhance the formation of texts and individuals’ interaction with texts.  The 
autoethnographer attempts to surrender control of social situations and analyses how social 
context impinges upon his/her understandings of the world, and how participation in social 
groups grants access to the socially shared knowledge and behaviours of that group.  As such, 
autoethnography is concerned with understanding how meaning-making is “embedded in a 
broad structure of values, actions and norms” (Titscher et al. 2000, 91).  However, it does not 
provide a meta-language for analysing the actual symbolic forms.  When combined, these 
approaches thus provide useful analytical tools for interrogating how social groups represent 
themselves and their practices, both to themselves and to the outside world.   
 
In Author (2015), the social group under investigation was the community of civil 
engineering technicians in training.  In becoming part of this community, the researcher was 
able to share in the special forms of knowledge, jargon-laden language and particular forms 
of interaction (Bucciarelli 1994) that are required for successful entry into the profession of 
civil engineering.  Combining autoethnographic and social semiotic approaches allowed Zach 
to answer a particular question: what are the primary meaning-making practices privileged 
within civil engineering diploma study.  This question works from the assumption that social 
context mediates meaning-making.  
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In answer to this research question, one of the findings pertained to the particular ways in 
which information graphics and graphical methods are used within civil engineering study 
(Author 2015).  This point is illustrated in Figure 1, which presents the results of a practical 
exercise in land surveying, that is, measurement of the respective elevations above sea level 
of a section of land.  The practical exercise involved identifying various points listed in 
Column B, starting from one point of known elevation, or benchmark point (BM1) and 
ending at another (BM2).  The rise or fall between points is captured by obtaining back sight 
(Bs), intermediate sight (Is) and fore sight (Fs) readings from each of the points identified.  
These results are entered into the table in columns C, D and E so that the rise or fall can be 
calculated in Columns F and G.  Finally, the elevation of each point is calculated in Column 
H. 
  
[Insert Figure 1 around here] 
 
In this example, it becomes possible to see how social context dictates the ways in which 
representations are constructed.  Figure 1 depicts the land as a series of changes in elevation 
that are calculated through an approach to tabulation that uses the spatial resources of tables 
to undertake calculation tasks.  That is, figures and graphs are used to undertake calculative 
tasks through turning their spatial features into mathematical functions, a representational 
practice common within the context of civil engineering study, but perhaps rarely used in 
other contexts (Author 2015).  In the case of Figure 1, the lines that delineate cells within the 
tabular representation act metaphorically as markers of addition and subtraction.  An 
intermediate sight (Is) reading subtracted from the preceding back sight (Bs) reading 
indicates a rise in the level of the ground, or a fall if the difference is negative.  Similarly, a 
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rise or fall added to the reduced level of the previous point gives the reduced level of the new 
point.   
   
The social practice that information graphics perform in this context thus goes well beyond 
how they are more traditionally used in other domains.  The traditional practices associated 
with information graphics are usefully summarised in Gross and Harmon (2014).  These 
practices, including representations of data and data trends, are all deployed in civil 
engineering study as well, but they constitute a relatively minor use of the symbolic forms of 
tables and graphs in this context.  Findings such as this emerged from the dual 
insider/outsider perspective within which Zach as autoethnographer was operating.  They 
were made possible through regular participation in meaning-making events that deploy such 
representational strategies, which made Zach aware of being inducted into these strategies as 
part of his efforts to enter the civil engineering profession.  Findings such as these thus 
emerged from thick, autoethnographic participation in civil engineering study, using a 
multimodal social semiotic approach.   
 
Whereas a social semiotics approach is good for analysing the texts encountered, it is less 
helpful in examining the broader context in which the texts are embedded.  In combination 
with autoethnographic approaches, such analysis makes it possible to understand how 
graphical representations such as that presented in Figure 1 contribute to the engineering 
project.  The “creation and use of representations is critical in engineering” (Johri, Roth and 
Olds 2013, 2), as such representations are not simply depictions of pre-existent knowledge 
but play an integral role in the design and construction of engineered products and services.  
Analysis of Figure 1 demonstrates how the resources of layout and space are co-opted into 
engineering activity so as to undertake calculation and, thereby, assist in the process of 
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engineering design.  Through lived participation in the semiotic work of civil engineering 
study, Zach as autoethnographer and social semiotician is able to gain insight into how such 
semiotic work is accomplished.  
 
The combination of these two approaches allows us to demonstrate how the meanings of 
semiotic resources can vary across contexts.  Combining multimodal social semiotics and 
autoethnography demonstrates that meaning-making occurs within a semiotic community for 
whom specific semiotic resources take up particular meanings at specific times.  When 
individuals enter into a social setting, such as that of civil engineering diploma study, the task 
that confronts them involves using “culturally available resources imbued with the meanings 
of those who have shaped and reshaped them in their social environments” (Kress 2010, 14).  
When autoethnographers enter into such settings, their task is to document how such a task is, 
or is not, accomplished. 
 
2) Rendering Multimodal Meaning-Making Visible 
 
Combining multimodal social semiotics with autoethnography renders multimodal meaning-
making visible in two ways.  First, it grants equal status to all modes of meaning-making, 
rather than privileging language alone.  This is because the “de-centring of language as 
favoured meaning making” (Iedema 2003, 33) characterises a multimodal approach to 
communication and representation.  Meaning arises from a range of semiotic forms, or 
modes, and not just in the deployment of linguistic resources.  Of course, autoethnography 
does not seek to provide an account of how non-linguistic modes are integrated with 
linguistic modes and with each other to form multimodal text ensembles, nor of how non-
linguistic modes come to signify within particular communities.  But, an autoethnographic 
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approach to multimodal meaning-making does provides unique access to the meaning-
making work of communities and, through its ethnographic roots, provides a social map for 
understanding meaning-making in context (Street, Pahl and Rowsell 2009).   
 
Second, the combination of multimodal social semiotics and autoethnography goes some way 
towards mitigating the limitations of each.  It does so by making these limitations the object 
of inquiry within the research.  The autoethnographic focus on reflection and introspection 
serves to document the researcher-as-participant’s role in the research setting and interrogate 
the processes of socialisation to which the researcher is subject within that setting.  At the 
same time, incorporating multimodal social semiotics turns the focus towards identifying 
underlying patterns of meaning-making.  In so doing, the combination of the two approaches 
overcomes the issue that sign systems quickly come to be taken as ‘natural’, thus hiding from 
view the fact that they have been learned and internalised (Goodman 1996).  The challenge of 
becoming ‘blind’ to how meaning-making takes place is thus minimised by making the very 
‘blinding’ process the object of inquiry.  
 
Author’s (2016) description of the practice of civil engineering drawing is useful to consider 
here.  In the drawn civil engineering text, various modal resources are deployed, the 
dominant ones being pictorial elements, alphanumeric elements, vectors and layout.  Through 
finely detailed analysis, the particular meaning-making function of each of these modal 
resources can be demonstrated.  Crucially, it is their motivated combination that yields 
meaning, that is, meaning arises from the ensemble rather than from the resources in 
isolation.  This can be seen in Figure 2, in which meaning can only be derived by considering 
the alphanumeric and pictorial components together.  Figure 2 shows a roof frame under 
loading.  In this text, the magnitude of the forces is given by the alphanumeric components, 
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the angle and point of application of the forces is given by the vectors and the system under 
loading is depicted through the use of pictorial elements.  Without any one of these 
components, the viewer/reader would be unable to draw the necessary meaning from the text.       
 
[Insert Figure 2 around here]    
 
In this example, a multimodal analysis allows for identification of the various modes in use 
and their particular meaning-making function within the ensemble.  In so doing, it installs the 
drawn civil engineering text as a multimodal ensemble in which alphanumeric, pictorial, and 
vector elements lend unique contributions to the meaning of the text as a whole, thus 
rendering each mode visible within the ensemble.  Put differently, it draws attention to the 
ways in which the text is designed.  Here, design is used in the sense that Kress (2010) uses 
it: “ensembles are based on designs, that is, on selections and arrangements of resources for 
making a specific message about a particular issue for a particular audience” (Kress 2010, 
28). 
 
This, on its own, does little to acknowledge the process by which the researcher-as-
participant comes to design his ensemble in this particular way.  It also offers little critical 
potential for interrogating the institutional processes and practices involved in regulating this 
text.  Without the inclusion of an autoethnographic component, the text is described in terms 
of how it is designed, but not in terms of how it came to be that the individual is able to (or 
forced to) design texts in this way.  This requires reflection and introspection on the part of 
the researcher-as-participant, and is rendered visible through the inclusion of an 
autoethnographic approach, which allows for equally close analysis of how the researcher-as-
participant, someone who had no prior experience in civil engineering drawing, came to 
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make meaning in these particular ways as sanctioned within the civil engineering profession.  
In this regard, consideration can be given to the role of the lecturer as a regulator of meaning, 
the role of the textbook in stating the conventions associated with the use of resources in 
compiling drawn texts, the role played by mediation on the part of better-able peers, and the 
bearing each of these had on the text-making process.     
 
Furthermore, by applying a critical lens, it becomes possible to examine the institutional 
regulatory factors that cause individual group members to come to make meaning in ways 
deemed appropriate within the social group (Frake 2001).  Individual membership of other 
groups impacts, positively or negatively, on their participation in the representational 
practices of civil engineering technicians in training.  For instance, students with greater prior 
access to drawing practice and improved facility with drawing tools, produce drawings that 
are more highly valued by institutional gate-keepers, in this case, lecturers and assessors, than 
those students who had relatively less experience and exposure in this regard (Author 2015).  
Those in power exercise it through control of meaning-making, showing meaning-making to 
be tied to social context (Vannini 2007).  Such illustration of the ramifications of differential 
access to meaning-making resources is important for educational development, specifically in 
inequitable contexts such as South Africa.  This is enhanced by the autoethnographic concern 
with collapsing divisions between subject and object, and between researcher and participant 
(Ellis 1998; Ellis and Adams 2014).  As Lillis (2008) argues, situating texts within social 
context allows for greater understanding of what is at stake when individuals construct texts 
and how their texts are indexical of institutional power relations.            
 
A combined approach thus allows for consideration of both how and why an individual, the 
researcher-as-participant, designs texts in particular ways.  In the same way, a combined 
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approach can be usefully applied to the processes by which the individual comes to read texts 
in particular ways.  Here, Goodwin’s (1994) notion of ‘professional vision’ is relevant.  
Phenomena and objects can come to take on meanings due to their regularity of use in the 
social life of groups.  Björkvall (2009) shows this to be the case with furniture, for example.  
Although, in such instances, these objects’ primary function is not representation or 
communication, they nonetheless carry meanings in those contexts.  Civil engineering, and its 
concern with the built environment, is replete with examples of this, where soil, concrete and 
the land itself can take on meanings that are very specific to the civil engineering practitioner.  
The experienced civil engineer, for example, is able to ‘read’ concrete in terms of its 
properties and condition, immediately noticing defects or faults in fresh or hardened concrete. 
Such professional vision constitutes “socially organised ways of seeing and understanding 
events [and objects] that are answerable to the distinctive interests of a particular social 
group” (Goodwin 1994, 606).  The combination of autoethnography with multimodal social 
semiotics locates the researcher-as-participant in a unique position to explore how such 
professional vision is attained. 
 
3) Highlighting the Motivated Nature of Text-Making 
 
Texts are always the product of the text-makers’ specific motivations and interest.  This is no 
less true of students’ texts as it is of the texts produced by researchers and academics.  
Hitherto, it is possible to consider that the previous potentials we identify in combining 
autoethnography with multimodal social semiotics might equally arise from combining 
multimodal social semiotics with ethnography.  Both ethnography and autoethnography can 
be fruitfully combined with a multimodal social semiotic approach.  This is because 
multimodal social semiotics is concerned with “how people experience, use, practice, talk 
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about, contest, critique, understand - and in general, interact - with polysemic meanings of 
semiotic resources” (Vannini 2007, 16).  Where ethnographers generally approach these 
concerns as an observer and the people involved are participants, autoethnographers not only 
seek to understand phenomena in situ (Agar 1996), but also locate themselves as participants 
and allow their experience of those phenomena to become the focus of inquiry.  In so doing, 
autoethnography moves further towards subjective experience than ethnography does, and 
not only acknowledges the interested nature of text-making, but deploys this as a meaningful 
resource within the text.       
 
Autoethnography thus aligns with one of the pillars of multimodal social semiotics, namely, 
that representation, of any kind, is a process in which text-makers choose the most 
appropriate ways of representing meaning based on their specific interests and motivations 
(Kress and van Leeuwen 2006).  Indeed, the focus on how individual interest, as well as 
social context, influences the use of signs and sign-systems is one of the key tenets that 
differentiates social semiotics from traditional, structural semiotics (Vannini 2007).  The sign 
combines signifier and signified through a relationship that emerges from and is reflective of 
the interest of the sign-maker (Kress et al. 2001; Kress 2010; Kress and van Leeuwen 2006).  
It is for this reason that Cope and Kalantzis (2000) argue that meaning-making is always 
prospective as it is tied to individuals’ social futures, that is, individuals make meaning from, 
and through, texts in relation to their own particular interest and their own hopes and 
imaginings regarding their future lives.  This, Cope and Kalantzis (2000) continue, is 
informed by the complex range of representational resources that have emerged from the 
cultural groups that have made up their lived social history.                
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To illustrate the complementarity of the two approaches regarding the motivated nature of 
text-making, a return can be made to Figure 1, the tabular presentation of the results of an 
exercise in land surveying.  As was shown, by analysing Figure 1 from an autoethnographic 
multimodal social semiotic perspective, it becomes possible to situate the practice within 
broader social practices privileged within civil engineering study.  In this case, a particular 
social practice associated with the use of tabular representations as calculation mechanisms is 
deployed.  The table presented in Figure 1 is thus a representation that serves the particular 
interest of the civil engineering profession in a stretch of land, its elevation and undulation, 
using a particular practice privileged within that context.     
 
At the same time, such analysis of Figure 1 emerges from a dual interest on the part of the 
researcher-as-participant: as participant, in becoming a civil engineering technician and, as 
researcher, in understanding the meaning-making work involved in civil engineering diploma 
study.  Zach’s experience of the civil engineering diploma curriculum reveals that sign-
making and the learning of sign-systems privileged within civil engineering study is often 
divorced from the real-world civil engineering practices to which they contribute.  Land 
surveying, for example, is often part of the larger civil engineering project of road 
construction.  The practices associated with road construction (data collection, design and 
construction) are isolated from one another and from the larger project of which they form 
part.  Where one aspect may be covered in one semester, another is covered in another 
semester, perhaps even in another year, with little attention given to the connections between 
individual meaning-making practices.  It became evident, therefore, that the structure of the 
curriculum can work against understanding civil engineering work as meaning-laden, 
interest-driven social practice.  This insight emerges from Zach’s interest both as a civil 
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engineering student, but also as an education researcher.  Such duality of ‘interest’ informs 
the outcomes of the research.             
 
The autoethnographic move in the direction of experience, rather than observation, is a move 
towards understanding lived particulars of phenomena rather than generalisations or 
abstractions thereof (Ellis 1998) or, put differently, towards understanding the complexities 
facing individuals in the social world (Muncey 2010; Ellis and Adams 2014).  Particularly in 
educational settings, oft-cited tropes locate deficiency within students rather than systems 
(Muncey 2010).  In professional settings, such as civil engineering, practitioners come to hold 
tacit knowledge of what it is they do.  It is important to note, however, that individual 
“experiences are not frozen in time but grow and develop and therefore need creative devices 
for capturing [them]” (Muncey 2010, 8).  The combination of autoethnographic methods with 
a multimodal social semiotic approach has the potential to act as such a ‘device’ through its 
location of the researcher as both insider and outsider, and through privileging the dual 
interest of the researcher as participant and observer.  In so doing, it embodies the purpose of 
research as being “to truly understand an issue with the intent of effecting useful change” 
(Johri 2014, 555).     
 
Conclusion 
 
In this paper, we have argued that combining autoethnography and social semiotics can be an 
extremely generative approach to investigating meaning-making practices within specific 
contexts.  We have looked at the example of civil engineering, where the meaning-making 
conventions are discipline-specific, and extremely constrained.  Combining the two 
approaches in examining texts and practices in this context has enabled us to theorize notions 
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of student and researcher ‘interest’, even within such a constrained representational 
environment.  We have provided three arguments to show the ways in which combining these 
methodological approaches may be of benefit.  Firstly, we have shown how the approaches in 
combination can produce an enhanced understanding of context, and indeed, foreground 
context in a significant way.  Secondly, we have argued that an autoethnographic social 
semiotic perspective makes the multimodal nature of all meaning-making visible.  This may 
be hidden, or backgrounded, in autoethnographic approaches, whereas the interaction and 
integration of modes are foregrounded in a multimodal social semiotic approach.  This 
enables particular kinds of questions to be asked and answered around texts and practices, as 
we have demonstrated in our example from civil engineering.  Lastly, we show how text-
making is always motivated, and the ways this is highlighted in the combination of the two 
approaches.  A strength of combining the two approaches here is that the notion of ‘interest’, 
as individual interest, can be expanded to include the notion of ‘conventionalized interest’.  In 
other words, the ‘interest’ of a group or a discipline is made manifest in the conventionalized 
representations within that domain.  All research is based on researcher-interest.  This is more 
explicit in autoethnography, where the analytical lens is turned back on one’s own practice, 
and the distinction between researcher and participant is blurred.  This approach thus 
highlights the multi-voiced nature of all texts.  In acknowledging one voice as just that, one 
voice among many, we are able to see the multi-voiced nature of research as well. 
 
A social semiotic approach is valuable in analysing how texts work, and how texts interact 
with each other.  Autoethnography is valuable in looking at embedded social practices, over 
time.  Together, these approaches allow for in-depth analysis of how texts are embedded in 
particular practices and communities.  Combining the approaches also enables one to 
acknowledge and foreground the complexity of social and representational processes and 
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practices, rather than imposing reified, artificial models in order to simplify and analyse, a 
trap which a purely social semiotic analysis could possibly fall into.  In the case of Author 
(2015), the study was able to “inspire applied action” (Hayano 2001) and inform teaching 
practice in a particular curriculum in order to enhance the quality of the students’ educational 
experience.  This informed practice is particularly important in the context of South Africa’s 
higher education environment, which is characterised by diversity and inequality, and in 
which access to the dominant forms of meaning-making is crucial to student success.  
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Figure Captions: 
 
Figure 1: Results of practical surveying exercise undertaken by civil engineering diploma 
students 
Figure 2: Drawn truss (roof frame) with forces acting upon it 
 
